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Abstract 
Academic institutions are increasingly required to develop new 
pedagogies which leverage active and experiential learning from within 
the curriculum. Service learning is a well-established concept which can 
enhance student learning through collaboration with profit and non-
profit making organisations. However, as is widely recognised in the 
literature engaging students in meaningful service learning and binding 
them in innovative community-university relationships can be very 
challenging and there is little focus on the perceptions and expectations 
of the external partners. 
This paper draws extensively on a first step experiences of a 
group of academics and students (from the Department of Politics and 
Public Administration at the University of Limerick in Ireland), 
community based practitioners, service providers and individuals who 
embarked on a collaborative service learning projects over a number of 
years (2007-2012). The aim of the project was to catalogue the 
experiences of Irish Travellers3, people with experience of the asylum 
process and migrants in respect to public services and discrimination. 
This project undertook a creative form of ‘co-operative enquiry’ or 
‘emancipatory action research’ which required that the students work 
                                               
3 The name ‘Travellers’ refers to a nomadic Irish ethnic group. Irish Travellers are a people with 
a separate identity, culture and history, although they are as fully Irish as the majority population. 
The definition of Irish Travellers in Irish law is given in the Equal Status Acts as: “Traveller 
community” means the community of people who are commonly called Travellers and who are 
identified (both by themselves and others) as people with a shared history, culture and traditions 
including, historically, a nomadic way of life on the island of Ireland. For more Information refer to: 
http://paveepoint.ie/ 
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as co-researchers with their community counterparts, jointly designing 
the project, generating ideas, interviewing the subjects, reflecting on the 
outcomes and suggesting potential policy changes. The pedagogical 
framework derived from this project is discussed as a potential means 
for successful ‘whole of university approach’ for service learning as it 
fostered inclusivity, enabled active learning and resulted in mutually 
beneficial outcomes for the community participants and academic 
learners. 
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Introduction 
The literature is plentiful in mapping the shift in academia to 
innovative long term research partnerships and focusing on mapping 
the transformative potential of university-external partnerships 
(McIlrath et al., 2012; Franklin, 2009). Cuthill & Brown (2010:129) 
suggests the need for a move away from the academic as an ‘expert 
producer of knowledge’ focusing on ‘collaborative knowledge 
production processes’. This shift and form of collaboration between 
higher education and the external community is classified by the 
Carnegie Foundation (an United States based independent policy and 
research centre focused in particular on teaching and learning) as the 
‘broadest conception of interactions between higher education and 
community to promote inclusivity’ (Driscoll, 2009:5). The National 
Centre for Outreach Scholarship at Michigan State University have also 
similarly defined outreach and engagement as scholarship that cuts 
across teaching, research, and service in a manner that involves 
generating, transmitting, applying, and preserving knowledge for the 
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direct benefit of external audiences in ways that are consistent with 
university and unit missions (Glass et al., 2010). Adding to this 
literature has been the focus of ‘engaged scholarship’ (Cuthill, 2012; 
McIlrath, et al., 2012; Cuthill & Brown, 2010, Ní Shé, 2010; Inman, 2010; 
Butterworth, & Palermo, 2008; Butterworth and Austin, 2007) 
recognising that engagement is a valid methodological basis for 
scholarly work providing a valid, practical and effective approach to 
scholarship.  
More recently there is also an increasing recognition that 
publicly funded research needs to contribute more to public policy and 
actively respond to the ‘grand challenges’ of the twenty-first century 
(Kajner, 2013; Christakis, 19/7/13; Brewer, 2013; Collini, 2012; 
McIlrath et al., 2012; Pinheiro et al., 2012; Barnett, 2011; Lah, 2010; 
Schultz, 2010 Abreu et al., 2009). This ‘service component’ or ‘civic 
mission’ where universities are expected to ‘pay back the community’ 
via ‘knowledge transfer’ and ‘engagement’ is currently underway 
defined by two features: (a) the translation of research findings into 
intellectual property; and (b) the direct contribution of university 
activities to economic and social development (Brewer, 2013; Gallagher, 
2013; King, 2013; Breznitz et al., 2012; Philpott, et al., 2011; Barnett, 
2011; Kelly and McNicoll, 2011). This is clearly seen in certain European 
countries which are currently grappling with recession. Here, 
universities have been identified as a key part of the smart economy and 
have been given a ‘stronger impetus to manage academic work and 
demonstrate productivity’ (Adshead, 14/6/12). As Kajner (2013: 9) 
argues the current economic and social context has renewed the 
interest in the worth and relevance of scholarly works and requires a 
re-think of the ‘role of higher education can and ought to play in a 
globalizing world’. How are universities adapting and responding to 
these challenges and does it involve a whole of university approach that 
includes research, teaching and the community/civic mission? This 
paper draws extensively on the first step experiences of a group of 
academics, students, community based practitioners, service providers 
and individuals who embarked on a collaborative whole of university 
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approach. The next section starts by looking briefly at the service 
learning literature as an answer to some of these questions. 
 
Service Learning and the Challenge of Community 
Engagement 
Some argue that the philosophical underpinnings of service 
learning are evident in the work of educational philosopher, John 
Dewey (1938). Dewey’s research highlights the importance of 
experiential learning or learning by doing.  Experiential learning 
involves the identification of significant problems which are examined, 
reflected and acted upon in their own contexts.  He describes this as the 
‘intimate and necessary relation between the process of actual 
experience and education’ (Dewey 1938: 20).  Dewey suggests that 
while experience and education can be individually defined they should 
be understood as part of the same process.  Service learning combines 
elements of experiential learning but there are also a number of 
fundamental differences from other forms of experiential learning (such 
as internships, work placements, field education or vocational training), 
that aim to benefit the student only (Deeley, 2010).      
It is this emphasis on affective learning outcomes that 
differentiates service learning from other kinds of student community 
engagement. In consequence, service learning requires ‘linking the 
curriculum to community needs and engaging the student in direct, 
academically based problem solving on social issues’ (Altman, 1996:76).  
It provides formal opportunities for reflection whereby students deepen 
their understanding of academic content and the social issues they are 
addressing (Eyler and Giles, 1999).  Service learning is defined as a 
means by which students engage in an educational experience, that 
involves organised service activities in response to identified 
community needs, which enable the student to reflect on course 
content, develop their research skills and a broader appreciation of 
their discipline and enhanced civic responsibility (Bringle and Clayton, 
2012). Holland (1997) outlines that service learning is course based and 
often becomes an integral part of the formal curriculum, academic 
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credits are appropriate where service activities are evaluated and 
aligned with learning outcomes.  
Although there is growing evidence to suggest that higher 
educational institutions are increasingly involved in civic and 
community engagement, service learning programmes take this a step 
further by facilitating curricular integration and the development of 
institutional structures to support tailored service learning activities. 
While elements of volunteering and civic engagement may well emerge 
out of service learning initiatives they are different activities. Holland 
(1997:36) places significant emphasis on service learning being a 
formal curriculum-based activity which should not only prepare 
students to act responsibly in their engagement but also places an onus 
on faculty to assume this responsibility and of course the community to 
assume a similar responsibility. The central differences lie in the 
integration of service learning into academic curriculum versus the 
more organic nature of volunteering, which takes place in a student’s 
own time and is not a formal part of his/her education.  Research into 
the benefits of service learning suggests that it can ‘connect students to 
their communities, enrich students’ learning and help them develop 
socially, emotionally and academically’ (Kinsley and McPherson, 1995: 
1). It is also suggested that community involvement can change the 
nature of faculty work, enhance student learning, better fulfil the 
academic missions and improve the quality of life in communities 
(Bringle and Clayton,2012; Bringle & Hatcher, 2009).    
While the community plays a central role in service learning, 
ensuring that symbiotic relationships are instigated and supported can 
be very challenging (O’Neill, 1992). Often the academic institution 
works hard to ensure relevant integration into the curriculum, the 
development of key support services and appropriate learning 
outcomes are achieved but there is little focus on the quality or 
sustainability outcomes to the community. The literatures concludes 
that partnerships of this nature are often imbalanced and challenging 
(Casperz, et al., 2012; Casperz, et al., 2012b; Inman, 2010; Bringle & 
Hatcher, 2009; Holland, 1995). This imbalance is often apparent where 
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there is little evidence of community impact through service learning 
courses, a void which can be consistent with a lack of a community voice 
in the development of service learning initiatives (Driscoll, 2008; Baker 
et al.., 2004; Holland, 1997). Most institutions could only describe in 
vague generalities how they had achieved genuine reciprocity with their 
communities, and in addition there was little clarity on how institutions 
support or assess the outcomes of community engagement (Casperz, et 
al., 2012; Driscoll, 2008:41).  This deficit or lack of focus on community 
needs and outcomes can impact the core principles of service learning 
and result in less than symbiotic relationships between academic 
institutions and the community.  Parallel developments elsewhere in 
the social sciences have sought to address this problem, via the 
development of the emancipatory action research method, though 
typically this methodology has been most concerned with research 
ethics and given little consideration to academic activities concerned 
with teaching and learning (Ní Shé, 2010). The rest of this paper will 
consider how emancipatory research methods may be combined with a 
service learning approach in an attempt to build sustainable community 
engagement that addresses both research and pedagogical academic 
activities in the context of balance and reciprocal academic/community 
relationships. 
 
Emancipatory Action Research 
Traditionally, academic research has been seen as an 
impersonal activity with researchers expected to approach their studies 
objectively and to adopt a stance of distance and non-involvement 
towards their research subject(s). The alleged short-comings of this 
approach were addressed in particular by several feminist scholars and 
researchers (Bowles and Klein, 1983; Harding, 1991; Lather, 1991; 
Lentin, 1993; O’Neill, 1992 & 2000; Byrne and Lentin, 2000) and later, 
more generally in the social sciences (Barnes, 2003; de Koning and 
Martin, 1996; Oliver, 1992; Reason and Rowan, 1981). The aim of 
emancipatory research is to increase ‘awareness of the contradictions 
hidden or distorted by everyday understandings’ and in so doing to 
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direct ‘attention to the possibilities for social transformation inherent in 
the present configuration of social processes’ (Lather 1986: 259).  
Emancipatory research therefore argues for the creation of ‘Research 
Coalitions’, whereby participants can be involved in the research: from 
its initial planning; to its execution and monitoring; and even 
commenting of the results (Baker et al., (2004: 183-184).  It is suggested 
that community participants should have the opportunity to define 
research agendas that (potentially) impact upon their lives. Moreover, it 
is suggested that academic researchers should also explain and justify 
the research format and the theory that they use. In order to do this, 
‘Learning partnerships’ need to be established so that ‘Research 
Coalitions’ may become ‘mutual education forums for academics, 
researchers and community members’, sharing their definitions and 
interpretations of issues and events (Baker, et al, 2004: 185- 86).  
According to emancipatory research principles, both Learning 
Partnerships and Research Coalitions can be used as a method to gather 
data, to influence and implement policy and as a means of ‘realizing 
change’ (Baker, et al, 2004:186). Baker et al (2004) further suggest that 
learning partnerships may also be used as an effective mechanism for 
research dissemination, ensuring that the data is disseminated in 
accessible form to those about whom it is written or whose lives are 
affected by it (Baker, et al, 2004; 186). He further argues that ‘equality 
action plans’ should be developed once the data has been collected, in 
order to link the research results to the appropriate political forum so 
that ‘the knowledge does not become redundant and divorced from 
action’ (Baker, et al, 2004; 186). This framework for emancipatory 
action research is underpinned by four core principles (Baker et al., 
2004: 179-183; Figure 1). 
 
 Ethical Issues  
Unless the research is shared with those who are directly 
affected by it research data can be used for control, abuse and 
manipulation. The importance of democratising research therefore 
arises. Emancipatory research recognises the right of research subjects 
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to exercise ownership and control over the knowledge produced about 
them.  
 
 Reciprocity in the Research Relationship 
Reciprocity implies give and take where there is a mutual 
negotiation of meaning and power. Everhart has presented reciprocity 
as ‘an excellent data gathering technique’ (1977:10) because the 
researcher moves from the status of stranger to friend and thus builds a 
trust that always data to be gathered more easily. Reciprocity demands 
that the research enables people to know and control their world by 
engaging participants from the start of the research planning and design 
(Baker, et al, 2004; 182). Baker et al., (2004:182) recognise that in order 
for reciprocity to work requires ‘time, trust and negotiation’ and 
requires the integration of a mutual education process which imposes a 
time and resource constraint on research. 
 
 
 
 Dialogical Theory Building 
A feature of emancipatory research is building theory through 
dialogue rather than expert imposition (Lather, 1991). Research 
respondents are therefore not only involved in the design but also in the 
construction and validation of meaning. In this context then, the agenda 
for research and theory must be set in dialogue with communities 
themselves and not in reference to the professional interest of the 
researcher alone. Taken together an emancipatory action research 
method recommends a need for a coordination of research that is 
community-led and policy driven Cotter (2004). This would result in 
community groups playing ‘a very different and more powerful role 
than when their opportunity to participate in or engage in dialogue 
depends on the will of the researcher’ (Baker, et al, 2004: 184). 
 
 Reflexivity 
Consistent reflexivity is an essential component of emancipatory 
research and it requires the researcher to be guided by a commitment 
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to change and democratic engagement.  By reflecting upon and 
acknowledging one’s own objectives and biases one can ‘retain an 
awareness of the importance of other people’s definitions and 
understanding of theirs’ (Baker, et al., 2004; 183). This can also become 
part of the research findings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Core Principles and Enablers of Emancipatory Research  
 
In recent years, ‘action research’, ‘evidence-based research’, 
‘community-based participatory research’ and ‘emancipatory research’ 
have become increasingly important and accepted as innovative 
research practices (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2005; Flicker et al., 
2008). Much has now been written on how to bind community-
university relationships (Baker, et al: 2007, 2006, 2004; Hart and Wolff, 
2006; Hart, Maddison, and Wolff (eds), 2007). In the remainder of this 
paper, the efforts to develop an emancipatory research approach to 
service learning via two inter-related projects carried out in Ennis, a 
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should be a formal, curriculum-based activity which not only prepares 
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permanent faculty, 36 PhD students, 30-plus MA students and around 
300 undergraduate studying politics4. Three members of faculty wished 
to develop ‘applied’ collaborative civic engagement activities for 
students who were undertaking politics and public administration 
modules and dissertation work at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate levels. The focus was to allow both students and faculty 
the opportunity to understand political and policy action by 
collaborating, listening and entering into dialogue and engagement. 
Faculty applied and were successful in receiving a small amount of seed 
funding from the university to pilot an innovative ‘whole of university’ 
approach combining service learning and an emancipatory research 
approach to public policy research that actively sought out the 
participation and involvement of community groups, service providers  
and individuals in policy analysis and research. At the same time in June 
2007 after 13 years of advising and supporting refugees and asylum 
seekers in County Clare an NGO the Irish Refugee Council (IRC) 
                                               
4
  For more Information refer to: www.ul.ie/ppa 
announced that its office in Ennis would close. As a result a local 
response to the decision saw a multi-agency grouping, coming together 
with service providers to look at how best to continue and expand the 
much needed service in Clare and established the Clare Immigrant 
Support Centre, providing key services, including language training (in 
partnership with the Vocational Education Centre (VEC))5 as well as 
advice, referral and support on legal, welfare, accommodation and 
employment issues.  
It is in this context that the faculty in the PPA became involved 
providing the opportunity to pilot the combination of an emancipatory 
research approach with service learning. Student researchers 
undertaking final year projects for degree programmes (5) and master 
thesis (5) were identified and recruited by faculty. Students were able 
to use the projects and the resulting data for their own research 
projects and for in class curriculum work. In addition to the student 
researchers, community researchers were recruited from within the 
                                               
5 County Clare Vocational Education Committee: http://www.clarevec.ie/ 
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Travelling Community and people who have direct experience of the 
asylum process. The field research for two inter-related projects 
involved both quantitative and qualitative research methods. Faculty 
developed and provided within the community a module the covered 
emancipatory approach, rights and entitlements in respect to public 
services interviewing techniques, questionnaire design, data collection 
and interpretation. During these training session participants and 
faculty developed two draft questionnaires based on the audit by the 
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA) 
Assessment Framework (Beetham et al., 2001)i. From the perspective of 
a country’s citizens the IDEA audit can: 
 Serve to raise public awareness about what democracy entails, and 
public debate about what standards of performance people should 
expect from their government 
 Provide systematic evidence to substantiate popular concerns 
about how they are governed, and set these in perspective by 
identifying both strengths and weaknesses 
 Contribute to public debate about ongoing reform, and help to 
identify priorities for a reform programme 
 Provide an instrument for assessing how effectively reforms are 
working out in practice. 
 
The two draft questionnaires used in were based on questions 
that focused upon service delivery, rights and entitlement, and 
citizenship and integration. One questionnaire was a self-administrated 
questionnaire with migrant workers who were English language 
learners (n=82) attending classes at VEC centres. The second 
questionnaire was an administrated to those with experience with the 
asylum process (n=52) and members of the Travelling community 
(n=48). In addition to the surveys thirteen structured focus groups were 
undertaken with different categories of services providers throughout 
the county and with migrant workers, asylum seekers and refugees 
residing throughout the county focus on the themes of: Housing and 
Accommodation, Health and Welfare, Education and Social Integration. 
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The focus groups were designed, monitored and facilitated by PPA 
faculty and students in consultation with the Clare Immigrant Support 
Centre. All focus groups were recorded and transcribed and notes were 
taken at each session.  
The first project undertaken involved Ennis Community 
Development Project (CDP), Clare County Council, Clare Care (a family 
support service), Ennis Traveller, asylum and refugee’s communities 
and the department of politics and public administration (PPA) from the 
University of Limerick (UL). The groups joined together in order to 
develop a pilot research and service learning partnership project titled 
‘Community Research Partnership (CRP)’. The CRP wanted to examine 
the perceptions of rights, discrimination and the experience of living in 
Ennis Co. Clare for members of the Travelling community and those 
with experience of the asylum process. It is important to note here that 
the genesis of this project was community groups asking university 
researchers to work with them, thus considerably changing the usual 
relationship between the researched and researchers. The department 
of PPA was thus involved from the start of the project, with the aim of 
piloting an emancipatory partnership approaches to public policy 
research and service learning that actively sought out the participation 
and involvement of community groups and individuals in policy analysis 
and research.  
A CRP Advisory Board was established that included members 
from Ennis CDP, Clare County Council, University of Limerick, a 
development worker, a research co-ordinator, and two liaison workers, 
one from the travelling community and one with experience of the 
asylum process. Advisory Board committee meetings were held 
regularly and it should be noted that a lot of pre-planning was necessary 
in these meetings to ensure that the project would get off the ground 
with all stakeholders support. At these meetings, all members of the 
Advisory Board had an equal voice. The Project aims were: 
 To develop a model of best practice for collaborative research into 
public service provision that incorporates all relevant stakeholders 
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interested in using research for evidence-based policy analysis and 
review.  
 To provide a qualitative database of interview testimonials of 
individual and familial experiences of public service provision in 
Ennis, for use by county planners, community groups, and 
associated service providers. 
 To facilitate and support meaningful participation in the collection 
and interpretation of this data by members of Ennis Traveller and 
Asylum communities. 
 To provide relevant training and support to members of Ennis 
Traveller and Asylum communities in partnership with University 
students to carry out basic research and equip them with 
transferable skills that they may use in other research settings. 
 To provide University of Limerick accreditation for this training, 
which may be used to help create access pathways to admission to 
UL courses and further training.  
 
The seed funding was used to employ a development worker, 
two community liaison workers (one person from the Traveller 
community and a person with experience of the asylum process) and to 
give expenses for travel and social care for the community researchers. 
These (community researchers) were recruited locally with the 
assistance of Ennis CDP: the positions were advertised and interviews 
were held locally for the positions. The development worker provided 
the link between the Advisory Board and the broader community, with 
the two Liaison staff providing a direct link to their own community 
groups.  
In total, the CRP comprised 9 community researchers from the 
Traveller community, 11 community researchers with experience of the 
asylum process, and 5 undergraduate student researchers (using this 
project as their final year dissertation topic) and 5 MA students (using 
this project as their MA dissertation topic). A PhD student acted as 
research co-ordinator between all groups basing doctoral studies on 
both the empirical study and the process of building an emancipatory 
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research coalition. Student researchers and community researchers 
were provided with basic training in survey research and including 
issues concerning rights and entitlements with respect to public 
services for Traveller and immigrant communities; interview 
techniques and questionnaire design, data collection and analysis. At all 
stages of the research process regular meetings were held to explain the 
progress of the research – to the Advisory Board, directly to the 
Community Liaison staff on the Advisory Board, and to the larger group 
of (community and student) researchers as a whole. During these 
meetings lively discussions and debates were held about different 
aspects of the research. At the meetings great care was taken to ensure 
that community researchers felt free and were encouraged to ask as 
many questions about the research process and research publications 
as they liked. It was agreed that the data would be jointly owned by the 
community and the University of Limerick. Using a buddy system, 
community researchers were paired with student researchers: all 
researchers were given time to practice the administration of the 
questionnaire and pilot it and provide further feedback to the project 
team. Typically, student researchers filled in the survey, whilst 
community researchers conducted the interview and dealt with any 
language difficulties. Once the data gathering was completed, all the 
researchers were invited to the University of Limerick for basic training 
on how to input the data. Many of the community researchers were 
curious to know what exactly happens to information given in 
interviews the training covered a basic introduction to the analysis of 
data using SPSS (quantitative) and NVivo (qualitative) programmes.  
At the same time as project one was being undertaken a multi-
agency steering group was established in county Clare with a view to 
developing a co-ordinated approach to the delivery of services to ethnic 
minority communities in County Clare. The objective of the research 
was to undertake research into the needs of ethnic minority 
children/families and adults in county Clare through direct 
consultation. The research was to be used by the inter-agency steering 
committee to develop a clear strategy and action plan for the co-
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ordination of services to ethnic minority communities in county Clare. 
The Integrated Strategy for the Coordination of Services to the Immigrant 
Communities in Co. Clare 2009-2012 was published in 2009 using data 
gathered in the Community Research Partnership6. Indirectly then, the 
CRP was involved to a large degree in shaping the scope and direction of 
the inter-agency strategy. The project enabled the expansion of the 
study allowing faculty, students and community researchers the 
opportunity to conduct a series of one-to-one interviews and 13 
structured focus groups, with service providers and with migrant 
workers, asylum seekers and refugees residing in the county. The focus 
groups were set up and organised by the inter-agency steering group. 
This resulted in excellent attendance by both service users and 
providers. In addition to the thirteen focus groups, the Vocational 
Education Committee (VEC) in county Clare (an organisation that was 
already a member of the agency steering committee) offered their 
                                               
6 The Strategy is available online: 
http://www.hse.ie/eng/services/Publications/services/SocialInclusion/IntegratedStrategy0912.h
tml 
English language classes as a forum where a self-administered 
questionnaire could be undertaken. This resulted in 82 language 
learners filling out a questionnaire in VEC English classes throughout 
the county.   
 
Results-Service Learning Experiences and Community 
Outcomes:  
Building this sort of partnership between academics, students 
and diverse service users and providers requires a sustained and shared 
commitment from all. From an academic perspective it also requires 
universities to become more flexible in supporting students 
undertaking research. An emancipatory method increases time and 
costs significantly – but, was this extra time and cost worth it in terms of 
delivering on the four core emancipatory research principles (Baker et 
al., 2004: 179-183) that was outlined at the start of this article? 
 
 
Australasian Journal of University-Community Engagement  Vol 8, No. 1 2013 40 
Ethical Issues 
Ethical issues were already covered by the university ethics 
policy but the emancipatory research approach required all involved to 
deal with the issue of the ownership of the research.  Faculty was thus 
required to discuss and arrange for a joint ownership of the research 
material. The issue of ownership and control of the data was discussed 
from the start at advisory board meetings. These discussions included 
not only the publication possibilities of the research, but also the 
dissemination of the results in an accessible format for community 
partners. Both research projects agreed that the data would be owned 
by all participants and could be used by all groups involved. Access to 
SPSS data sets and focus group recordings are being provided through 
the university’s online repository whilst all reports and pamphlets are 
accessible online on the website established by this research for the 
projects.  
 
 
Reciprocity in the Research Relationship 
Perhaps the most successful aspect of these research projects 
was the inclusion and consultation with all research participants from 
the start of the projects. At the research implementation stage, the joint 
training sessions between student and community researchers were 
particularly useful in forming a common approach to the study and 
tended to concerns that some community researchers had about 
working in partnership with students. It has already been 
acknowledged that the university was invited to work collaboratively on 
this project. This made a huge difference to the power dynamics implicit 
in more traditional research relationships. A considerable amount of 
time was spent in building trust and easy working relationships: this 
often involved extensive negotiation about the expectations held by all 
the stakeholders for the research. From the point of view of university 
researchers, this often amounted to what seemed an endless schedule of 
meetings, where little progress was made on the research, but much 
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time was spent talking about the research. This, it must be recognised as 
one of the resource costs to this kind of research.  
 
Dialogical Theory Building   
With the assistance of the CRP Advisory board and Inter-Agency 
steering group, both projects made every effort to include community 
researchers in design of the project and in relation to the further actions 
that might result from the research (as seen in the pamphlets design 
and the county wide consultation that occurred resulting in the county 
strategy). This is, perhaps, a more limited shift in the power 
relationships than envisaged by the emancipatory research method, but 
it is probably a more realistic one. For the first project, it is clear that the 
‘value added’ was in the participation and the much higher quality of the 
data gathered as a result. In truth had faculty not collaborated with the 
inter-agency group in the second project, the impact of the first may 
have been much more limited in terms of policy outputs. This raises the 
reality, that for all the talk of empowerment, the ‘usual elites’ (state 
agencies, university experts etc.) are in the best position to effect 
change. Still, however, the sharing of information and collaboration in 
the research was a clear marked a departure from more traditional 
research relationships. 
 
Reflexivity 
Reflecting on the university’s role in this project, the experiment 
demonstrates that, by virtue of their traditional ‘acknowledged expert’ 
status, university researchers can play a pivotal role in shifting research 
relationships and their attendant power structures on the ground. None 
of this would have happened if the associated partners had not intended 
it to, but the role of the university as a facilitator provided essential 
support in taking up this role and brokering between the stakeholders 
in the research.  
 
Perhaps the most significant impact of the service learning joint 
training sessions was that it demystified the process of research for all 
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researchers. Feedback from the training included that all participants 
enjoyed the process in particular in having an opportunity to shape the 
questionnaires. One university student, who had lived in Zimbabwe, 
was paired with an asylum seeker from Zimbabwe: 
In our case, my partner being from Zimbabwe where I have lived most of 
my life and where I hold citizenship, the training and the interviews 
worked out well. The asylum seekers we interviewed although 
understandably cagey about supplying information about their origins 
and the circumstances of their departure from their homelands, they 
were remarkably forthcoming on their institutionalised life in Ireland. 
(UL Student 10/12/2007). 
 
One of the concerns expressed at the start of the process was the 
fear that some community researchers had of being partnered with a 
university student. Bridging these perceived barriers was one of the 
most satisfying aspects of the project. Kathleen, a member of the 
Travelling community found the process beneficial and enjoyable and 
that: 
It helped us [the Travellers] get to know the students. We got to help 
with changing the questionnaire. Overall it was great that we were 
respected and that we were allowed have opinions on the questions 
(Kathleen, 5/3/2008) 
 
Emma, a master’s student was partnered with Kathleen: 
I found the training informative and comprehensive. It was invaluable to 
interact with everyone involved before conducting the fieldwork. It gave 
a chance for all involved to have an input of their personal knowledge 
and experience into the content of the questionnaires. I built up a 
fantastic working relationship with Kathleen. She always ensured that 
the interviewee’s were informed of the work that we were doing, she 
scheduled all of the interviews for us with great precision and was a very 
competent person to work with (Emma, 5/3/2008) 
 
Community researchers who participated in the full programme 
were given university certification, which was subsequently recognised 
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by the University Access office as a pathway to their ‘Link to Learn’ 
programme7.  
 
As yet, the research outputs are still ongoing but at a practical 
level, the project has already delivered in terms of collaborative 
networks on the ground, with: 
 Increased learning at community, voluntary and statutory levels 
with regard research issues; 
 Informed local policy e.g. local inter-agency structures and 
implementation plans; 
 Informed other policy forums– support submissions at local, 
regional, national and international levels; 
 Informed public debate – meetings with Councillors, Members of 
Parliament (TD’s), and press; 
                                               
7 The University of Limerick’s ‘Link to Learn’ programme enables students with non-standard 
entry qualifications to take university modules on a standalone basis in order to collect university 
credits for subsequent admission to undergraduate programs. 
 Supported advocacy work – meetings and work with public service 
bodies. 
 
From a university perspective the projects and the research 
findings contributed to a PhD thesis, 5 MA dissertations and 5 
undergraduate dissertations and 2 faculty conference papers. Data has 
also been used to develop teaching material for courses within the 
department on topics such as social inclusion/exclusion, 
multiculturalism, and research methods. The partnership also created 
new links for the department to invite community researchers and 
service providers to present and contribute to seminars and workshops.  
In April 2010 as part of a commitment made to ensure feedback 
locally, five pamphlets giving a synopsis of the research were prepared 
and launched by the community in association with the CDP, under the 
thematic ‘Count Me In’8. Both students and community researchers 
                                               
8
 Five pamphlets, which were all part of the ‘Count Me In’ project, were produced covering: ‘doing 
Community Research’, ‘Minorities and Citizenship in Ennis’, Children’ Discrimination in Ennis, and 
‘Making a Living’.  
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contributed to the design and content of the pamphlets. At the launch, in 
addition to the pamphlets and research report, a community theatre 
company produced a short play ‘a day in the life of an asylum seeker’, 
inviting the audience to ask questions of the characters in the play and 
find out more about the life of asylum seekers. The research pamphlets 
have been distributed throughout the community and a website 
containing all the publication stemming from the research was created9. 
The resulting research was published and subsequently formed the 
baseline for the 3 year strategic inter-agency plan for services to 
immigrants in the county (Ní Shé, Adshead and Lodge, 2009). Prior to 
the drafting and publication of its strategy, the inter-agency steering 
group fed back the research findings to immigrants and service 
providers and undertook a county-wide consultation regarding the 
proposed strategy for the county. A total of eight focus group 
consultations were held across the county with over 70 people from 
various immigrant communities attended and were given the 
                                               
9 Idea Framework Refer to: http://www.idea.int/ 
opportunity to comment and review on the research that had been 
submitted and focus on proposed actions to establish an immigrant 
strategy. This resulted in the launch in April 2009 of a three year multi-
agency county strategy titled ‘Integrated Strategy for the Coordination of 
Services to the Immigrant Communities in Co. Clare 2009-2012’. Five 
thematic areas are included in the strategy: 
 Health  
  Education  
  Work and Training  
 Language / Communication and Community Participation and 
Social Supports  
 
The strategy developed strategic actions for each of the five 
themes and appointed a lead agency to monitor and implement the 
actions. The monitoring of the strategy is undertaken by all members of 
the inter-agency groups that have signed up to the strategy and who are 
implementing actions. This is done through the submission of quarterly 
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reports submitted via a monitoring website. Updated reports are 
collated and presented to the implementation strategy group. An 
evaluation of the methods and the strategy is occurring throughout 
2013. 
 
Conclusions-Next Steps to Embedding a ‘Whole of University’ 
Approach  
The two projects illustrate that working within an emancipatory 
framework resulted in an engagement with a much broader range of 
expertise, perspectives and interpretations than would otherwise have 
been available. All partners have now moved on to new projects using 
the template. The university recognising the innovative methods and 
significant outcomes of the projects have moved to embed a ‘whole of 
university approach’ with the establishment of the UL practicum. The 
aim of the UL Practicum is to provide research students (undergraduate 
and postgraduate students) with opportunities for cross-disciplinary 
and community oriented learning.  Further projects and partnerships 
with key stakeholders from the extended community have been 
identified with the aim of building sustainable reciprocal relationships 
and thus enabling meaningful and practical outcomes. The UL Practicum 
also offers an innovative alternative to the traditional project and 
dissertation work. It offers a quality independent learning experience, 
facilitates independent learning through the application of subject 
specialisms, encourages and supports multi-disciplinary teams, 
optimises faculty resources and promotes civic engagement. The 
Practicum also provides a formal structure enabling contributions to the 
newly launched Presidents Volunteering Award.10   
 
                                               
10 The President's Volunteer Award (PVA) has been established to harness, acknowledge and 
support the contribution that students at the University of Limerick make to their communities. 
Refer to: http://www.ulpva.ie/menu.asp?menu=2 
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Figure 2.0 Core Components of the UL Practicum 
 
This paper has outlined that whilst it was a challenging 
methodology, the community groups involved found the process 
enabled deep meaningful relationships to develop between the 
academic researchers and their community counterparts.  In addition, 
the strong focused dissemination to the community resulted in 
outcomes that were widely used and of direct benefit. It also enabled 
the academic community to work seamlessly across their key missions 
of teaching and learning, research and service to the community. The 
combined service learning and emancipatory research initiative 
outlined in this paper is on-going and will require continued reflection 
however if does provide a ‘first steps’ template to a potential means for 
successful ‘whole of university approach’ as it fostered inclusivity, 
enabled active learning and resulted in mutually beneficial outcomes for 
the community participants and academic learners. 
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